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L - Ty rosine and Na rc o l e p s y
Stimulants, antidepressants, and protein block L-tyro s i n e’s action in the
b rain, helping explain conflicting re p o rts of its therapeutic va l u e .

Special Issue on Na rcolepsy Drug Tre a t m e n t s

In t ro d u c t i o n

This issue of Na rcolepsy & Sl e e p
D i s o rd e r s contains the second of a

t h re e - p a rt re v i ew of narcolepsy tre a t-
ments. Our last issue dealt with non-dru g
therapies. This one re v i ews drug tre a t-
ments. Our next will discuss the uncer-
tain future of genetic therapies.

Our lead article re v i ews the literature on
L - t y rosine, currently the most controve r-
sial substance used to treat narc o l e p s y. 

C o n flicting Re s u l t s

L - t y rosine is an amino acid that the
body uses to make important brain
chemicals, including dopamine and
n o repinephrine. L-tyrosine can be con-
s i d e red a “n a t u r a l” substance insofar as it
is manufactured by the body itself and is
found in many foods. Ac c o rding to cer-
tain clinical re p o rts, howe ve r, when
taken in concentrated form L-tyro s i n e
can have therapeutic effects that far ex-
ceed anything ever claimed for conve n-
tional stimulants, antidepressants, or
similar anti-narcoleptic drugs. How cre d-
ible are those re p o rt s ?

Be t ween 1988 and 1995 three clinical
studies and one theoretical paper have dis-
cussed the therapeutic effects of L-tyro s i n e
on narc o l e p s y. T h ree of those four re p o rt s ,
including one just made public, have
made positive, even stunning, claims for
L - t y ro s i n e’s therapeutic value. The fourt h

re p o rt, currently the most influ e n t i a l ,
makes highly negative claims. 

The First French Study (1988)

The first positive study was made by a
g roup of French sleep physicians and re-
s e a rchers led by Jacques Mo u ret. Eve n
t o d a y, the study by Mo u re t’s group is the
only long-term study of L-tyrosine and
n a rcolepsy ever undertaken. The gro u p’s
spectacular results we re published in
De c e m b e r, 1988, in the premier Br i t i s h
medical journal, The Lancet ( 1 9 8 8 ;
2[8626-7]: 1458-9). 

After a two-week drug washout, eight ini-
tial patients in the 1988 French study
we re treated for two years or more with
va rying dosages of L-tyrosine. After ad-
justments for individual responses, initial
dosages in the study averaged 100 mg/kg
per day — about 7 grams/day for a 154-
pound person. 

Patients who had previously used stimu-
lants or tricyclic antidepressants re-
sponded much more slowly to the
L - t y rosine than patients who had neve r
used those drugs. (This is a key point we’l l
return to later.) Ne ve rtheless, within six
months all eight initial patients — in-
cluding those who had earlier used other
d rugs –we re re p o rtedly completely free of
c a t a p l e x y, sleep attacks, sleep paralysis,
hypnagogic hallucinations, nighttime
sleep disturbances, and the depre s s i o n
that frequently accompanies narc o l e p s y.
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